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Proposal
My project is an enquiry into the nature of anxiety as expressed by both humans and domesticated 
animals.  
The result will be a body of work that explores the experience of suffering from anxiety using media 
such as sculpture, object making, video and photography.
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What a good girl you are, 2005, photograph from photo shoot three
Anxiety is a universal phenomenon that constitutes a vital and necessary function for the survival of almost all living 
creatures.   As Sigmund Freud attests, the fundamental significance of anxiety is no less than “a nodal point at which 
the most various and important questions converge, a riddle whose solution would be bound to throw a flood of light 
on our whole mental existence.”1
Functioning at a low level anxiety has a number of benefits such as keeping us alert to anticipated danger; 
motivating and stimulating activity; enhancing performance; improving problem solving and preparing us for future 
events.  However, anxiety can also take on negative and unwanted characteristics that do not appear to have any real 
purpose or benefits.  In such  instances, the level of anxiety has become excessive, ‘toxic’ or abnormal.  The frequency 
and chronicity with which anxiety occurs, the nature of the response to it, the ability to control its effects and the 
level of disruption it causes are factors that can indicate the presence of excessive anxiety.2   This kind of  anxiety is 
experienced  to a degree whereby normal physical and psychological functioning is impaired. At these levels re-
sponses to these undesirable and negative effects of anxiety include a wide range of psychological, behavioural and 
physiological manifestations.  For my project, the term ‘anxiety’ will be used to refer to: a state of apprehension and 
uneasiness; uncertainty regarding future events; and  feelings of fear, tension and dread. 
Stemming from my personal experience with anxiety and my empathy for the anxious animal my project will 
highlight the universality of anxiety revealing it to be an experience common to human and animal alike.  By 
emphasising the interspecies experience of anxiety I aim to draw parallels between human and animal anxiety.   For 
example Separation Anxiety “refers to excessive and recurrent distress associated with separation from home or major 
attachment figures.  It is primarily seen in children or adolescents but is increasingly identified in adults of all ages.”3 
Similarly, separation reactions have been identified in a number of animal species including dogs, cats, birds, sheep and 
horses. The occurrence of animal anxiety reminds us that we do not suffer alone as a species.
1   Quoted in Goodwin, Donald, Anxiety, New York: Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 40.
2   Kleinknecht, Ronald, Mastering Anxiety: The Nature and Treatment of Anxious Conditions, New York: Plenum Press, 1991,   
      p. 15.
3   Schwartz, Stephanie, ‘Separation anxiety syndrome in dogs and cats’, at http://www.hilltopanimalhospital.com/anxiety4.
     htm, accessed on 04/07/05. 
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By drawing attention to a range of anxious reactions in domesticated animals, I aim to increase public awareness and 
understanding of anxiety.
The following indicators will inform my work and help to convey the experience of suffering from anxiety: 
Psychological: 
A common psychological indicator of anxiety is the feeling of danger or foreboding felt from an unclear or even 
unknown source.  This creates a state of tension and unease in the sufferer causing great distress coupled with 
feelings of helplessness.  In this way anxiety can become intrusive, relentless, all pervasive and incapacitating. 
Irritability, dread, anguish, despair, nervousness, agitation and depression are common feelings experienced by the 
sufferer.
Behavioural:
Behavioural traits can also signify the presence of anxiety.  One example observable in humans is avoidance behaviour. 
This includes avoidance of seemingly threatening situations such as social events or avoidance of a specific phobic 
object. Another example of anxious behaviour is obsessive-compulsive actions such as washing hands repeatedly. 
Behavioural traits in domesticated animals include compulsive or stereotypic4 behaviours such as over-grooming or 
wool-sucking (in cats), wind-sucking and crib-biting5 (in horses) and tail-chasing, pacing and incessant or rhythmic 
barking (in dogs).
Physical:
Physical expressions of anxiety measurable in humans include trembling, sweating, heart palpitations, upset stomach, 
hyper-attentiveness and high resting pulse and respiration rate.  In anxious domesticated animals similar symptoms 
occur such as sweating or panting, trembling, vomiting, inappropriate elimination of urine or faeces, heart pounding, 
high resting pulse and respiration rate.  
4   Stereotypic or compulsive behaviours are repetitive, constant and serve no apparent purpose.
5    Crib-biting is the term used to describe the action of a horse that anchors its incisor teeth onto fixed objects such as fence rails and 
       repeatedly bites down, arching its neck and gulping in air making a characteristic grunting noise called ‘wind-sucking’.
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A common feature of anxiety is its incessant and ruminative quality whereby thoughts, images or actions are repeated 
over and over.  This will inform not only the subject matter of my work but also the type of techniques I utilise.  These 
techniques will rely upon monotony and repetition such as video recordings of anxious behaviours screened on a loop 
format as well as more labour intensive methods including hand sewing, spinning, horsehair hitching6, and knitting. 
Although such techniques are widely used for many different purposes, in the context of my project, they may be 
seen as analogous to the relentless, repetitive and obsessive nature of anxiety.  The materials I will use such as dog 
hair,  horsehair, and sheep fleece will be employed for their evocative/provocative qualities.  Animal hair and fleece 
can induce opposing or paradoxical reactions and feelings from people.  For some, a sense of comfort, warmth, 
familiarity and protection may be felt, whilst others have a strong aversion to animal hair and find it unsettling, 
allergy provoking, dirty, and even anxiety inducing.   In this way the content of the project, the choice 
of media and the methods of making the work itself all continue to reflect the experience of anxiety.
The experience of anxiety is one of personal suffering and disablement.  Through exploring the various psychological, 
physiological and behavioural components of anxiety I aim to share the private world of anxiety with the viewer.
 
6    Horsehair hitching refers to a craft technique where tail hairs are twisted together and then knotted over string and is 
       traditionally used to create objects such as belts, hat-bands or horse gear.
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Objectives: 
 The objective of my project will be to produce artwork using media such as sculpture, object making, video 
 and photography in order to convey the experience of suffering from anxiety.
Aims: 
•	 To	experiment	with	various	mediums	and	labour	intensive	and	repetitive	techniques	to	find	ways	which	best		
 reference, suggest or even evoke anxiety.
•	 To	investigate	and	extend	my	knowledge	of	anxiety	in	humans	and	domesticated	animals	through	reading,		
 observation and personal reflection.
•	 To	explore	anxiety	alongside	emotions	such	as	worry,	fear,	guilt,	dread	and	longing.
•	 To	look	at	the	ways	that	other	artists	have	represented	anxiety	or	similar	emotional	states.
•	 To	create	a	body	of	work	based	on	this	research	including	support	material	in	the	form	of	photographs,		 	
 drawings and writing.
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Research Questions:
•	 In	what	ways	can	I	use	repetitive	art-making	techniques	to	convey	the	experience	of	suffering	from	anxiety?
•	 How	can	I	represent	the	similarities	between	human	and	animal	anxiety	as	a	shared	experience?
•	 In	what	ways	can	I	demonstrate	the	paradoxical	nature	of	materials	such	as	animal	hair/fleece	in	which	the	
	 same	material	both	alleviates	and	induces	anxiety?
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Rationale:
Anxiety is increasingly recognised as the dominant psychological disturbance in contemporary 
Western society.7   Recent research suggests that “approximately 15 percent of the population of 
the United States, or nearly 40 million people, have suffered from an anxiety disorder in the past 
year.”8  Pet owners are also becoming aware of the nature and existence of anxiety in animals through 
developments in the field of ethology (the study of animal behaviour) and pharmacology.9 
Influencing my practice, the artist Ann Hamilton constructs installations that include a person 
engaged in a single repetitive task such as wringing their hands together in honey or 
burning lines out of a book.  Another influence is Louise Bourgeois whose ‘Cells’ or ‘lairs’ are 
psychologically loaded spaces pertaining to the inner workings of the mind.  The work of Jana 
Sterbak is also influential for me in her use of materials such as video to convey emotional and 
psychological conditions and explore boundaries between different states.  Her film ‘From Here 
to There’ is recorded by Stanley; a Jack Russell terrier who offers his unique perspective as he 
films with a camera attached to his side.  Louise Weaver’s tightly crocheted animal forms and the 
application of human hair and knitting in Kathy Prendergast’s work are also influential to me. 
By using art as a means to express the nature of anxiety, a physical form is given to a field of 
enquiry usually reserved for analysis by the scientist or psychologist via the written word.  A visual 
representation of this kind offers a distinctly different viewpoint wherein the visual impact and 
effect (for a viewer) is immediate, working in a way that textual analysis cannot. The research will 
significantly reinterpret and add to the understanding of anxiety and associated conditions through the visual image.
7  See Kleinknecht, Ronald, Mastering Anxiety: The Nature and Treatment of Anxious Conditions, New York: Plenum Press, 1991, preace: 
    “Anxiety,  fears, phobias and panics are the most prevalent psychological disturbances in our society today.”
8   Bourne, Edmund, Coping with Anxiety, Canada: New Harbinger Publications, 2003, preface.
9   See	Does	my	dog	have	a	Behaviour	Problem?	Clomicalm	Novartis	brochure	available	at	Veterinary	Clinics	and	Dodman,		Nicholas,    
					Separation	Anxiety	in	Cats,	at	http://www.petpalace.com/articles/artHow.asp?artID=3341.	For	example	Drug	Company	Novartis	has			
     heavily publicised their new treatment for Separation Anxiety in dogs called Clomicalm.   
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Ropemaking with Horsehair
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Held together by counter-twisting forces, rope, in many ways, can be seen as an 
analogy for the tension that arises from anxiousness.  As a fundamental tool when 
working with horses, rope also seemed like an appropriate medium through which 
I could explore notions of control and escape.  Similarly, in my experience, anxiety 
fluctuates between feelings of control and loss of control, restraint and release.
The first step was importing both the instruction book and the white mane 
hair.  When I first read the book I thought the process would be impossible.  I 
discovered that I would have to first make lots of tools before I even began. 
Enlisting the help of my family, I learnt to chisel, sand, saw, carve and file to 
create my own set of rustic tools from apple wood.  I constructed the backboard 
(torsidora) from MDF, dug holes  to support the poles for the board, and had 
a hook welded for the yegua.  With the book in one hand and talking our way 
through each step, my family and I managed to produce a 25 foot length of rope 
on our first attempt.  
                                                                                                                                                      
                   
    Wikas17
Granada Eccentrics
Ropemaking Tools
Small Taravia
Long Taravia
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The spinner feeds the hair out from the bun  
20
Twirling the taravia clockwise and moving backward away from the spinner creates a “string”
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Once four “strings” have been made the large taravia is turned anti-clockwise while the spinner moves the 
granada backwards to create a single “strand”  
22
Three “strands” are attached to the torsidora.  The tension is adjusted by moving the eccentrics individually  
23
The face board is joined to the torsidora, locking the eccentrics into position
24
The “strands” are attached to the yegua  at the other end
25
The torsidora is cranked in a anti-clockwise direction, the yegua is cranked in a clockwise direction.  The rope is 
created behind the granada as it is moved slowly forward towards the torsidora.
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Fight or Flight (detail), 2006-2009, horsehair 

Fear Itself, 2008, horsehair and found object
Horsehair and Object-making
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Tapestries
Lesson to be Learnt, wool and tapestry cloth, 2007- ongoing
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My tapestries reference the act of writing lines as a form of punishment.  “A life lived in fear is a life half lived” is a quote 
that torments me.  This piece represents my attempts to confront or face my fears.  I aim to make as many as it takes 
for me to “learn my lesson”.  Focusing and obsessing over something so pointless highlights the struggle of living with 
anxiety.  
The tapestries are surprisingly slow to construct – each one takes a minimum of sixty hours – but I enjoy the 
contradictory emotions they instill, alternately distracting and frustrating in equal measures.
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Horsehair Hitching
The Work of Worry is Never Done, 2006, hitched horsehair
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Horsehair hitching is a cowboy craft traditionally used to construct hat bands, belts and horse gear.  This virtually 
obsolete technique has been kept alive in the US prison system whereby inmates have taught each 
other how to hitch to help pass the time.  I purchased another imported book from the US to learn more about this 
process.  This was more difficult than I anticipated as the book assumed that you had at least seen somebody hitch 
before (and I am still not even sure that I am doing it exactly right). 
Hitching consists of using ten individual horse hairs twisted together to form a “pull”.  A stringline running around a 
dowel forms a mould.  Each “pull” is then knotted in sequence over the string, gradually winding around the dowel. 
This is an extremely slow and labour-intensive process that puts a lot of strain on the body.  The constant tension that 
must be kept on the stringline means that your fingers, hands, arms, shoulders and neck are constantly tensed.  Progress 
is so slow that it is difficult to see that you have even moved forward from one hour to the next.  My first completed 
piece (The Work of Worry is Never Done) took me over 25 solid hours of hitching, used exactly 2,010 individual hairs, 
and was made up of 12,416 knots.
For me, hitching represents the epitome of suffering from anxiety; pointless, monotonous and creating a state of 
constant tension.  Paradoxically, there is also an addictive and hypnotic effect derived from this technique that makes 
it somehow soothing.
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